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Japan is being propelled into the arena of women’s 
leadership development due to globalization and 
changes in political and demographic contexts. As 
globalization expands, the complexity of female 
leadership development is emerging and begging the 
question, how can female leadership best be understood 
in Japan, specifically in the arena of higher education? 
The advancement of women is included in Japan’s 
national goals, targeting increased participation of 
women in leadership positions in politics, business 
and higher education. Prime Minister Abe’s goal of 
expanding the role of women in the Japanese labor 
force set a target of having women occupy 30 percent 
of leadership positions within Japan by 2020 (Abe, 
2014). The Ministry of Education has also set a 
goal of 30 percent participation of female faculty in 
higher education by 2020 (MEXT, 2014). With the 
focus on women both entering the workforce and 
also assuming leadership roles within universities, 
how will Japanese universities approach leadership 
development? This case study reviews the socio-
cultural context of female leadership development in 
a university setting.
Abenomics and Womenomics
In 1999 Kathy Matsui, an analyst at Goldman 
Sachs, coined the term “womenomics.” (Matsui, 
2010). The need to prioritize the rise of women was 
captured in her statement,
While Womenomics is only part of the solution to 
Japan’s demographic and growth challenges, we 
believe that given the limited alternatives, Japan 
has no choice but to tap its most underutilized 
resource. It’s hard to run a marathon with just one 
leg. (Matsui, 2010. p.3)
Within the economic sector, closing the gender 
employment gap was projected to lead to an increase 
of 13% in Japan’s GDP (Matsui, 2014). In order to 
boost Japan’s economy, women will have to become 
meaningful players in the workforce, however 
changing the mindset of society will take time (Usui, 
Rose and Kageyama, 2003). To move in this direction 
recommendations for government, the private sector 
and society are offered by Matsui (2014). She also 
states that current myths about why women do not 
enter the workforce have to be debunked.
90 学士課程教育機構研究誌　第６号
Prime Minister Shinzo Abe has campaigned for 
the inclusion of women since he was elected and 
included women in his reform plan termed Abenomics. 
He has spoken on this issue both nationally and 
internationally. On the international stage at the 
World Economic Forum Annual Meeting in Davos 
on January 22, 2014, Prime Minister Shinzo Abe 
stated, “... Japan’s corporate culture, by contrast, is 
still one of pinstripes and buttondowns. After all, the 
female labor force in Japan is the most under-utilized 
resource. Japan must become a place where women 
shine.” In 2015 Japan hosted the World Assembly 
for Women and Abe discussed with Her Excellency 
Dr. Phumzile Mlambo-Ngcuka strategies to address 
gender equality in a comprehensive manner, including 
women’s leadership development (Abe, 2015). This 
year, in Prime Minister Abe’s (2016) opening speech 
to the Japanese DIET members, he reiterated, “We 
will build a society in which all people can play active 
roles, including both women and men.” 
Japan has a way to go in meeting these aspirational 
goals. Currently Japan ranks 101 out of 145 countries 
in the World Economic Forum’s 2015 Global Gender 
Gap Report (World Economic Forum, 2013). Political 
empowerment is the area where Japan lags. These 
Japan rankings define the leadership challenge for 
women in Japan.
Gender and Higher Education
The representation of female personnel in higher 
education in Japan remains low and flat. From 1996 
to 2001, female representation remained at 14.1% 
in Japanese universities overall, and 7% in national 
universities (Takano, 2004). Approximately 10% 
of women in Japanese universities hold the rank of 
professor, compared to 18% in the United States 
(Newby, Weko, Breneman, Johanneson, and Maassen, 
2009). Japan held the widest gender gap in higher 
education in 2013, where women make up just 12.7% 
of the academics in top-rated universities (Grove, 
2013). 
The paradox is that more females (67%) earn a 
university degree as compared to males (56%) (OECD, 
2015). However the number of women employed is 
lower. The employment gender gap in Japan between 
men and women is approximately 18 percentage 
points greater than the average for countries (12%) 
compared by the Organization for Economic Co-
operation and Development (OECD, 2015). To boost 
these percentages and increase the number of women 
in leadership positions in higher education, how 
can women best be supported to becoming leaders? 
What strategies are effective for enhancing women’s 
leadership development in higher education?
Culture and Leadership Development
While leadership challenges for women in the 
United States have often been captured by the 
metaphor, the Glass Ceiling, for Asian Americans, 
these barriers and challenges are captured by the 
phrase presented by Jane Hyun (2005) in her book, 
the Bamboo Ceiling. The term Glass Ceiling implies 
that you can see what is out of reach but are blocked 
by a transparent barrier. For Asian Americans, the 
Bamboo Ceiling implies there are cultural barriers 
impeding career advancement. It is posited that there 
is a difference in values between one’s culture and 
the values ascribed to women versus leaders. Another 
metaphor used to describe leadership development 
is a labyrinth (Eagly and Carli, 2008). A labyrinth 
conveys the image of a complex path, which is neither 
simple nor direct. Whether we envision a glass ceiling, 
a bamboo ceiling or a labyrinth, women’s leadership 
development merits further investigation.
These metaphors begin to capture some of the 
complexity of leadership development in Japan 
in general, and specifically to women in higher 
education. Usui, Rose, and Kageyama (2003) describe 
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how women are embedded in the Japanese society. 
In the 20th century women in Japan were impacted 
by the ideology of “good wife, wise mother” which 
prescribed women’s role to the home, emphasizing 
household responsibilities and child rearing. As the 
government advanced the roles of “good wife, wise 
mother,” interpersonal communication also began to 
reflect this socialized personality expected of women 
(Takano, 2004). Koyama (2012) shares that the role 
of a mother was once considered more important 
that the role of a wife. She identifies the tremendous 
changes that occurred in women’s roles as a result 
of WWI and the postwar period. These historical 
developments brought about change, and one change 
was the promotion of work for women.
Women are now the focus of economic platforms in 
Japan and are being encouraged to take on leadership 
positions, thus questions of identity are emerging. 
How does an identity of an emerging leader coexist 
with the traditional images and roles previously 
prescribed to women?
Furthermore, in this era of globalization, an 
increasing number of foreigners have arrived in 
Japan and are teaching in Japan’s universities, both 
public and private. With the infusion of international 
perspectives, international women in Japanese 
universities are facing questions of leadership in 
a cross-cultural context. Their own definition and 
understanding of being a leader, may or may not 
coincide with the values and beliefs of leadership in 
Japan. An emerging area of research is examining 
global leadership in a cross-cultural context (Meyer, 
2015; Snaebjornsson, Edvardsson, Zydziunaite, and 
Vaiman, 2015; Vogelgesang, Clapp-Smith, and Palmer 
2009). Specific to Japan, how can one best assume 
a leadership role in a country where women leaders 
are scarce and the concept of women’s leadership 
development is relatively new? 
Comparative research on cross-cultural leadership, 
with a focus on gender differences, is also scarce 
(Snaebjornsson et al., 2015). Emerging research 
indicates that leadership is shaped by the intersection 
of national culture and gender (House, Dorfman, 
Javidan, Hanges, and Sully de Luque, 2013). There 
is a need for a deeper understanding of cultural 
complexity related to leadership development in a 
multicultural world. 
This intrinsic case study explored the question, 
what themes define the cultural complexity of 
female leadership development in a multicultural 
higher education environment? Through observations 
and document review the researcher explored this 
question by examining a Leadership Initiative for 
women at a liberal arts university located in western 
Tokyo, a university striving to expand its globalization 
efforts at the student, faculty and staff levels. There 
are approximately 8,000 students at the university. 
Currently, approximately 14.3% of its faculty is 
international and 28.7% of its faculty is female. 
The goals of the Leadership Initiative are:
• Create awareness about female leadership 
development in higher education in Japan,
•   Implement leadership development programs for 
three diverse audiences: faculty members, staff, 
and students, and
•  Adapt leadership skills and strategies from the 
United States to a Japanese work environment 
for women of different ethnic and racial 
backgrounds.
The goals were designed to begin the conversation 
and dialogue on leadership development at the 
university with multiple audiences. This was the first 
time such an initiative would occur at the university. 
What remained to be seen was whether women would 
express interest and a desire to learn about the theme 
of leadership and engage in leadership development. 
92 学士課程教育機構研究誌　第６号
Launching a Women Leadership Initiative
Creating Awareness. The Women’s Leadership 
Initiative was proposed to the university administration 
in August, 2013. The proposal included the formation 
of a women’s leadership salon for English-speaking 
female faculty members. The goal was to create a 
space for dialogue on the topic of leadership. The 
topic of leadership and leadership development 
was a new concept to the university although there 
was a committee on Gender Equality that was 
working at increasing the number of female faculty 
at the university. Faculty development (FD) was an 
expectation at the university and after the first year of 
implementation, female faculty members participating 
in the leadership salon were able to obtain FD credit 
for their participation. Female faculty at all ranks, 
from Assistant Professor to Professor, participated.
The second targeted group were female staff 
members at the university. Different from the faculty 
strategy of a leadership salon, the staff strategy 
consisted of leadership development seminars for 
female staff. They were typically younger in age, 
in their 20’s and early 30’s, and had not previously 
been exposed to leadership development seminars or 
training sessions.
The third targeted group were female undergraduate 
students. The strategy for this targeted group was to 
create awareness by exposing them to female role 
models, through lectures, who would share their 
career experiences. Dates for a gathering of female 
undergraduates to explore the topic of leadership 
development were selected both at the university and 
at the co-located two-year women’s college. 
This case study will focus on the Women’s 
Leadership Salon for female faculty members and the 
Leadership Development Seminar for female staff. 
For both of these strategies, interactions were more 
direct than student lectures, and thus could provide 
more concrete information.
After the introduction of the leadership salon and 
the leader development seminars to the university 
campus, there was an immediate reaction from male 
faculty and male staff members. The request was to 
be included in the leadership initiative. Since females 
were the targeted groups, the request was put on 
hold, however all faculty members had access to the 
leadership articles distributed for the female faculty 
leadership salon.
Women’s Leadership Salon. The Women’s 
Leadership Salon focused on creating a space for 
dialogue on the topic of leadership. Participants 
met two-three times a semester and included female 
faculty members teaching at the university at all rank 
levels. In advance of the meeting date an article on 
leadership was distributed. The article provided a 
catalyst for discussion. Topics explored included 
Life Balance, Leading across Cultures, Leadership 
Styles, and Gender Similarities and Differences in 
Leadership. The Salon was held for 90 minutes with 
8-12 participants per meeting. The conversation 
was conducted in English. Female faculty members 
included five to seven different nationalities per 
salon, including women from Russia, United States, 
Canada, Philippines, and Japan. Ages ranged from 
women in their 20’s to women in their 60’s. They 
were encouraged to share their leadership perspective 
from their own cultural background and within the 
Japanese university context. Participants included 
representatives from five of the eight faculties, and 
have been held for seven semesters, beginning in the 
Fall semester of 2013.
Salon Leadership Perspectives. The Salon format 
includes self-introductions, an open discussion on 
the main points of the leadership article distributed, 
and then small group discussions. As an ice-breaker, 
in the self-introductions participants are asked to 
respond to a question related to leadership. For 
example, participants are asked to share a leadership 
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role they currently inhabit and/or to share a leadership 
challenge. As the discussion opens, participants 
typically share that they do not view themselves as 
leaders. There appears to be a reluctance to define 
their own identity as a leader however there is often 
rich discussion relating the leadership topics to 
participant’s professional and personal roles. 
Common among the salon participants was a lack 
of identity as a leader, a feeling of isolation on campus 
as a woman, and the challenge of stepping into a 
leadership role with male colleagues. Perspectives 
across cultures mirrored one another. Whether the 
woman was from Russia, the Philippines or Japan, 
there were a tremendous amount of shared experiences 
framed by doubt and frustration. Participants 
commented on how valuable it was to finally have a 
space on campus to meet one another and to share 
experiences. 
As women began to develop relationships in the 
salon setting they began to encourage one another, 
share vulnerabilities and victories, and identify 
environmental variables at the university that were 
inhibiting or served as obstacles to their leadership 
development. Younger participants valued the 
experiences and encouragement shared by female 
professors that were more senior in rank.
Women’s Leadership Seminar. The Women’s 
Leadership Seminar was focused on skill-building and 
the participants were female staff members working 
at the university. The Women’s Leadership Seminar 
included seven hours of leadership training delivered 
across five months or in a one-day intensive seminar. 
The goals of the leadership seminar were to explore 
participant’s leadership potential, develop leadership 
skills, and create a leadership vision. The seminar 
was conducted in English. 
Female staff participants included three different 
nationalities, including women from Japan, Indonesia, 
South Korea, and Malaysia. Ages ranged from women 
in their 20’s to their early 30’s. For the intensive one day 
seminar, female participants included six nationalities 
from Japan, Malaysia, Switzerland, India, Bolivia 
and the United States. Half of the participants were 
Japanese. Their ages ranged from 24 to 39 years.
The leadership development curriculum was 
adapted from multicultural leadership trainings 
conducted in the United States. Participants were 
encouraged to share their own cultural perspectives 
throughout the training, to identify conflicts and 
tensions, and were encouraged to reflect on their 
cultural perspective within a Japanese university 
context.
Leadership Perspectives. The majority of staff 
participants were highly motivated to develop their 
leadership skills. While initially Japanese participants 
viewed themselves with less confidence as a leader, 
by the end of the training, all participants reported 
that they viewed themselves as a leader. By the end 
of the training the majority were able to identify their 
strengths and passions, and were confident that they 
would be able to apply these new found leadership 
skills in a work place environment. There was a range 
of perspectives on whether or not their leadership 
development was currently, or would be, supported 
at work.
International participants raised concerns about 
conflict being experienced by the values from their 
home country and their desire to develop leadership 
skills and themselves as leaders. Japanese participants 
voiced similar concerns. The participants expressed 
frustration about gender role expectations both from 
their home country and in Japan, and some mentioned 
a desire to want to pursue both a career and a family. 
Participants voiced concern about the stereotypical 
male definition of leadership and not finding a fit with 
that definition. Throughout the training participants 
were encouraged to develop their own definition of 




Three themes emerged in this case study related 
to the opening question of working to define the 
cultural complexity of female leadership development 
in a multicultural higher education environment. 
The themes were Identity, Support, and Cultural 
Adaptation.
Identity. For female participants in both the 
Women’s Leadership Salon and in the Women’s 
Leadership Seminar, the first step taken was to begin 
to identify as a leader. Participants questioned whether 
they were leaders, if they wanted to become leaders, 
and if so, could they become leaders. They grappled 
with definitions of a leader and questioned whether 
they had leadership skills. Broadening one’s identity 
to include leadership is a basic first step that needs to 
be taken in leadership development. In identifying the 
unseen barriers in women’s leadership development, 
Ibarra, Ely, and Kolb, (2013) state,
The problem with these leaders’ approaches is 
that they don’t address the often fragile process of 
coming to see oneself, and to be seen by others, as 
a leader. Becoming a leader involves much more 
than being put in a leadership role, acquiring new 
skills, and adapting one’s style to the requirements 
of that role. It involves a fundamental identity 
shift. (Ibarra et al., 2013)
Leadership development necessitates internalizing 
a leadership identity. Participants shared a feeling of 
ambivalence, leaving traditional cultural roles for a 
role that began to embrace a leadership identity. This 
process is iterative, cultural, and can benefit from 
support from other women (Snaebjornsson et al., 
2015; Vlgelgesang et al., 2009). Which links to the 
second theme.
Support comes from other women. Creating a 
safe setting for leadership development is critical to 
leadership identity development (Barsh, Cranston, 
and Craske, 2008; Ibarra et al., 2013). Women assist 
one another in navigating the path of leadership 
development. There was also benefit in bringing 
women from diverse cultural backgrounds together 
for dialogue and training, as participants were able to 
share similar experiences across cultures. Increasing 
a woman’s sense of belonging to a community of 
women with a shared goal, in this case leadership 
development, was instrumental in engaging women. 
The structure of both the Salon and Seminar was 
designed to create a safe setting. As Ibarra et al., (2013) 
point out, “Identifying common experiences increases 
women’s willingness to talk openly, take risks, 
and be vulnerable without fearing that others will 
misunderstand or judge them.” Women have not 
been socialized to embrace a leadership identity or 
role, therefore learning these skills and embracing 
this identity creates vulnerability, ambivalence and 
uncertainty. Having a safe place for these emotions 
and reactions allowed participants to engage with one 
another and move forward in the training.
For example, seminar participants were asked to 
name three strengths. Initially participants struggled 
to name more than one, however as they heard other 
women name their strengths they recognized that they 
also had these strengths. The naming of strengths was 
also a challenge for cultural reasons and that takes us 
to the third theme, cultural adaptation.
Cultural Adaptation. There exists a cultural 
resistance to women’s leadership across many diverse 
cultures (Snaebjornsson et al., 2015; Eagly and 
Carli, 2008). In addition to this external resistance, 
participants were experiencing internal resistance. 
Two questions were posed by participants: 1. How 
can one remain authentic to personal cultural beliefs 
while immersed in a different culture? 2. How can 
one embrace the identity of “leader” and how can it 
best be supported by the host culture? Cross-cultural 
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research on effective leadership has identified three 
universally endorsed principles: moral integrity, 
trustworthiness, and honesty (House et al., 2013). 
While these three principles seemed to be universal, 
the questions posed by the participants frame the 
dilemma of operationalizing leadership concepts 
and behavior both within one’s cultural norms and 
in a host country. One theory on authentic leadership 
suggests that the concept of cultural intelligence 
mitigates cultural adaptation (Vogelgesang et al., 
2009). Cultural intelligence is defined as, “The 
ability to interact effectively with culturally distinct 
individuals and to generate appropriate behavior in a 
new cultural setting.” (Thomas, 2006). The dilemma 
of cultural adaptation was very real for participants 
and appeared stressful. Acculturative stress is a 
phenomenon familiar in cultural adaptation research 
(Berry, 2005). Future research is needed to advance 
an understanding of the complexity of cultural 
adaptation and leadership development.
Limitations
This case study, exploratory in nature, was limited 
by several factors. First, participants self-selected into 
the Leadership Salon and the Leadership Seminar. This 
self-selection could narrow the range of experiential 
themes identified. Future research would benefit from 
the collection of leadership experience narratives 
from other women in higher education in Japan 
not participating in formal leadership development 
activities. Second, the absence of formal interviews 
limits the availability of narratives that could expand 
on the themes or provide further clarification. 
Moving forward, the initial themes identified in this 
study could be cross validated through individual 
interviews. Third, given the gender gap present in 
Japan’s higher education system, the results of the 
study may be skewed and not representative of the 
complexity of leadership identity and leadership 
development for non-Japanese women working in 
Japan. Narratives from women working in other 
sectors in Japan would provide much needed data to 
this nascent field of multicultural, female leadership 
identity and development.
Conclusion
This intrinsic case study explored the question, 
what themes define the cultural complexity of female 
leadership development in a multicultural higher 
education environment? Through observations and 
document review the researcher explored this question 
by examining a Leadership Initiative for women at 
a liberal arts university located in western Tokyo, a 
university striving to expand its globalization efforts at 
the student, faculty and staff levels. Themes emerged 
from leadership development strategies adapted 
to meet the cross-cultural needs of an international 
community of women. As faculty and staff members 
cross the cultural divide of globalization, leadership 
development provides an opportunity to explore the 
intersection of culture, gender, and leadership. The 
themes of Identity, Support, and Cultural Adaptation 
merit further research and investigation. Short-
term and long-term outcomes of participation in 
differing leadership development strategies also merit 
attention. 
Increasing awareness of the requirement of 
leadership development will further progress towards 
the goals of raising female leaders in higher education. 
As women assume a greater role in higher education in 
Japan, leadership development can be addressed and 
encouraged in the ongoing globalization occurring in 
higher education. Globalization in higher education 
must move towards a wider platform; beyond cross-
cultural understanding and learning English, towards 
the complex topic of leadership development. 
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